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Chapter 5 
artefacts and bodies among  
kuna People from Panamá
Paolo Fortis
This chapter focuses on the interrelations between the making of objects and the 
making of bodies among kuna people in contemporary Panama. in doing so it 
builds on current debates on amerindian notions of materiality and on the growing 
¿HOGLQDQWKURSRORJ\WKDWGHDOVZLWKWKHVWXG\RIQDWLYHRQWRORJLHVWKURXJKDIRFXV
on material culture (henare, holbraad and wastell 2007). as noted by hugh-
Jones (2009), amerindian anthropology has only recently begun to contribute to 
discussions on the status of objects and material culture, since previous studies 
conducted in this region gave greater emphasis to the role of animals and plants in 
native ontologies. recent works have nonetheless shown the richness of amerindian 
thinking about artefacts, the place of objects in indigenous socio-cosmologies and 
their role in processes of creating human persons (Lagrou 2007, barcelos neto 2008, 
Santos-granero 2009). in this chapter i analyze the making of particular objects 
among kuna people and argue that this activity is best understood analogically as a 
process of making and growing human bodies. as the ethnographic and comparative 
material presented below shows, some amerindian peoples do not distinguish 
between organisms and artefacts when they talk about bodies and material objects. 
what they instead emphasize are the capacities entailed in the making of artefacts 
DQGEDELHVWKHIHUWLOLW\WKDWHQDEOHVPHQDQGZRPHQWRPDNHERWKDQGWKHTXDOLWLHV
that the objects made transmit to human beings.
alfred gell’s seminal work (1998) has stimulated anthropological analysis 
of artworks, their production and perception, and their place within peoples’ 
worldviews. by considering objects as persons we de-objectify them, and by 
de-objectifying objects we gain better insights into their makers’ ontology. For 
instance, in recent years scholars of Melanesia have explored the relations between 
persons and objects, highlighting native ideas of personhood by looking at the 
PDNLQJH[FKDQJHDQGULWXDOXVHRIVSHFL¿FREMHFWV%DWWDJOLD0XQQ
The main point that these scholars make is that objects are the analogical counterparts 
RISHUVRQV,QWKLVVHQVHREMHFWVHPERG\DQGSURSDJDWHVSHFL¿FDVSHFWVRISHUVRQV
and, by the same token, enhance personhood and extend relations. Melanesian 
REMHFWVWKHUHIRUHFRPSULVHYDULRXVHOHPHQWVHDFKUHIUDFWLQJDVSHFL¿FUHODWLRQ
or an ‘image of personhood – corporate or individual’ (battaglia 1983: 301). For 
instance, the external form of gawan canoes (see Munn 1986: 138–47), produced 
by men, evokes the facial appearance of children, given by their fathers, in 
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Making and Growing90
FRQWUDVWWRWKHLUERGLO\VXEVWDQFHJLYHQE\WKHLUPRWKHUV0HQLQ*DZDDFTXLUH
the capacity to give form from women, who provide them with the raw material to 
shape: blood in the case of foetuses, and red wood in the case of the hull of canoes 
(ibid.: 138). Form in this case is dependent on gendered substances.
Strathern explores ideas of personhood in relation to objects through her 
FURVVFXOWXUDO GLVFXVVLRQ RI 0HODQHVLDQ HWKQRJUDSK\  >@ ±
objects, she argues, are not just ‘extensions integral to the relationships a 
person makes, and “instruments” in that sense’. rather, ‘the physical body is 
apprehended as composed of those instruments as it is composed of relationships’ 
(ibid.: 76). her argument provides an interesting counterpoint for my analysis 
here. while Strathern shows that some Melanesians consider the role of bodily 
substances to be crucial for body formation and making artefacts such as canoes 
(see Munn 1986: 138–47), kuna people seem to concern themselves principally 
with form when thinking of bodies and artefacts. The difference of emphasis 
respectively on substance and form appears to be the main distinction between 
the ways in which the formation of bodies and persons and, by extension, the 
making and conceptualization of artefacts, are understood in these two regions 
of the world. For the kuna, where both men and women are able to give form 
UHVSHFWLYHO\WRIRHWXVHVDQGWRDUWHIDFWVZKDWLVDWVWDNHLVWKHDFTXLVLWLRQDQG
mastering of plastic skill by kuna men and of the capacity to create designs by 
kuna women.
Santos-granero argues that ‘in amerindian ontologies, it is craftsmanship 
rather than childbearing that provides the model for all creative acts’ (2009: 8). 
however, kuna ethnography shows that both childbearing and craftsmanship are 
processes that entail the manipulation of form. in this chapter i shall demonstrate 
that it is rather the making and growing of bodies that provides a model for 
material activities of giving form to objects. kuna people use an idiom of birth 
to describe artefactual activities. in this sense, giving form is no more a way of 
making than a way of growing. giving form is a process that entails the fertile 
FDSDFLWLHV RI SHUVRQV )HUWLOLW\ IRU.XQDSHRSOH LV D VRFLDO SUD[LV DFTXLUHGE\
KXPDQEHLQJVWKURXJKWKHPDVWHULQJRIQRQKXPDQTXDOLWLHVVXFKDVWKHSUHGDWRU\
skills of particular animals and the blood strengthening property of some plant 
PHGLFLQHV)RUWLV7KHVHTXDOLWLHVQHHGWREHFKDQQHOOHGWKURXJKVKDPDQLF
practices in order to become productive for human sociality. Thus, giving form 
is to be understood as a social praxis emerging from the transformation of men’s 
and women’s bodily capacities. This transformation is itself the outcome of the 
interaction between different persons and between persons and the environing 
world. Moreover, far from being conceived only as the product of the creative 
human mind, form is better apprehended as a state of being within a network of 
relationships, including human beings, objects, animals and trees.
ingold (2000) points out that the modern western distinction between making 
and growingZKLFKUHVWVRQKXPDQWUDQVFHQGHQFHDQGREMHFWL¿FDWLRQRIQDWXUH
carries the implication that the human capacity to make extends to the relations 
between people and living things. This allows human actions such as cultivation 
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Artefacts and Bodies among Kuna People from Panamá 91
and animal breeding to be considered as forms of making, thereby extending the 
idea of making from inanimate to animate beings. ingold further suggests that 
we can conversely extend the idea of growing from animate beings to artefacts, 
since people and materials are mutually involved in the growing of forms within a 
VSHFL¿FHQYLURQPHQW.XQDSHRSOHDQGRWKHU$PHULQGLDQVXQGHUVWDQG
human reproductive capacities as a form of growing that is akin to making 
(Viveiros de Castro 1979, Vilaça 2002); Cashinahua people say that bodies are 
‘made to grow’ (Mc Callum 1996: 348). in what follows i argue, therefore, that 
artefacts, as bodies, are grown in this context as much as, or perhaps even more 
than, they are made.
Amerindian Theories of Materiality
as described in myths currently told by different peoples across the Lowlands 
of Central and South america, objects used in everyday life were people in 
ancient times (Lévi-Strauss 1969, Viveiros de Castro 1977, barcelos neto 2008). 
These objects, along with animal and plant species, underwent processes of 
transformation and separation, thereby losing their appearance as persons. Thus 
it is not surprising that when nowadays indigenous people talk about the making 
RI VSHFL¿F REMHFWV LQ WKHLU GDLO\ OLIH WKH\ XVH LGLRPV RI ELUWK DQG JURZWK DQG
emphasize the human fertile capacities entailed in their production (overing 1989, 
Fortis 2012a, 2012b).
3HRSOHDQGREMHFWVDUHLQYROYHGLQFRQVWDQWÀRZVRIH[FKDQJHZKHUHE\HDFK
SDUW\WUDQVPLWVTXDOLWLHVWRWKHRWKHU6RPHREMHFWVDFTXLUHWKHLURZQLQGHSHQGHQW
VXEMHFWLYLW\ LQ UHODWLRQ WR KXPDQEHLQJV DQG DUH LPEXHGZLWK KXPDQTXDOLWLHV
ZKLOHKXPDQEHLQJVDUHVWUHQJWKHQHGKHDOHGDQGPDGHWRJURZE\ZD\RIVSHFL¿F
objects and bodily decorations, as in the carved wooden stools and body paintings 
used among the Cashinahua (Lagrou 2007). The ultimate goal of making objects 
seems always to be that of contributing to the creation and maintenance of healthy 
human bodies.
Taylor and Viveiros de Castro (2006) insightfully argue that amazonian 
SHRSOHVLQVWHDGRIFUHDWLQJZKDWLQWKH:HVWLVGH¿QHGDVµ¿JXUDWLYHDUW¶GHGLFDWH
all their creative energies to the creation of human bodies. The real ‘work of art’ for 
amazonians, they say, is the human body. The creation of bodies is indeed a long-
standing topic in amerindian ethnography. Many studies have focused on bodily 
decorations and the ways in which bodies are socialized and humanized through the 
use of decorations, painting and body marks (Seeger 1975, Turner 1995, gow 1999, 
Lagrou 2007). More recently Ewart and o’hanlon (2007) have brought the topic 
of body art into dialogue with notions of amerindian perspectivism. These authors 
VKRZKRZERG\GHFRUDWLRQVDQGFORWKLQJDOORZIRUVSHFL¿FERGLO\FDSDFLWLHVWR
be activated and enable people to move within different social contexts. Santos-
granero, who addresses the interface between amazonian notions of personhood 
and materiality, proposes the notion of ‘constructional ontologies’, arguing that 
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Making and Growing92
many amazonians conceive ‘all living beings as composite entities, made up of 
the bodies and parts of bodies of a diversity of life forms, among which artefacts 
occupy a prominent place’ (2009: 21).
despite the analysis of notions of materiality among amerindians 
WKH TXHVWLRQ RI ZKDW FRXQWV DV DQ REMHFW LQ QDWLYH RQWRORJLHV QHHGV IXUWKHU
ethnographic and comparative study. here i draw on Taylor and Viveiros de 
Castro’s point that the body is the real ‘work of art’ for amerindians, to argue 
that for kuna people making bodies is the prototype of making more generally. 
1H[W , FRQVLGHU D VSHFL¿F LQVWDQFH RI.XQDZRRGFDUYLQJ DQG LWV UHODWLRQ WR
the creation of bodies, which was made explicit to me by my kuna informants 
in 2004. by focusing on this example as an instance of a more general model of 
making artefacts, i suggest a path for interpreting the analogy between making 
artefacts and making bodies in other amerindian societies. i then compare 
kuna ethnography with that of the Cashinahua living in the acre state (brazil) 
on the relation between making bodies and making artefacts, focusing on some 
key categories of kuna aesthetic epistemology, namely, ‘images’, ‘designs’ and 
‘bodies’ (Fortis 2012a).
.XQD:RRGFDUYLQJ
kuna people use the verb sopet to indicate activities involving carving wooden 
objects such as dug-out canoes, building houses, weaving baskets, moulding 
clay and fermenting maize and sugar cane drink. The same verb is also used with 
reference to gestation, indicating the moulding of the foetus’s body in the mother’s 
womb. This last process is termed koe sopet, ‘forming the baby’. Making objects 
and making bodies are thus thought of as similar processes by kuna people. 
To better appreciate their understandings of such activities as carving a canoe, 
ZHDYLQJDEDVNHWRUFDUYLQJZRRGHQULWXDO¿JXUHVLWLVQHFHVVDU\WRFRQVLGHUZKDW
kuna people conceive of as ‘form’ (sopalet), and how forms are thought to be 
brought into being through different but interconnected processes that involve the 
complementary and coordinated actions of women and men.
&DUYHGZRRGHQ¿JXUHVFDOOHGnuchukana in kuna language (singular nuchu), 
DUHVPDOODQWKURSRPRUSKLF¿JXUHVEHWZHHQDQGFPWDOOUHSUHVHQWLQJPDOH
DQGIHPDOHSHUVRQV6RPHWLPHVWKHVH¿JXUHVDUHFDUYHGWRORRNOLNHPLVVLRQDULHV
RUVROGLHUVDOWKRXJKPRVWO\WKH\DSSHDUDVURXJKJHQHULF¿JXUHVRISHUVRQVLQDQ
upright position. They all tend to have long, thin and prominent noses, and either 
DKDWIRUPDOH¿JXUHVRUDKHDGVFDUIIRUIHPDOH¿JXUHVNuchukana are kept in 
varying numbers in every kuna household, and are assigned the role of protecting 
family members against illness and misfortune. kuna people consider carving 
nuchukanaWKHKLJKHVWIRUPRIZRRGFDUYLQJPRUHGLI¿FXOWWKDQFDUYLQJDGXJRXW
canoe, because it entails the creation of a new person that will be incorporated at 
home as a co-resident (Figure 5.1).
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Artefacts and Bodies among Kuna People from Panamá 93
when an elder man goes to the mainland forest with the intention of making 
a nuchu KH ¿UVW ¿QGV DQ DSSURSULDWH WUHH ,PSRVLQJ HPHUJHQW WUHHV DUHPRVWO\
IRXQGGHHSLQODQGIDUIURPWKHFRDVWDQGUHDFKLQJWKHPUHTXLUHVDORQJZDONLQ
the forest. once the appropriate type of tree, chosen from a restricted number of 
species used in woodcarving, has been found, the man sings a brief formula aimed 
at advising it that he is about to cut a part of its body. normally the man would 
cut a small portion of a root and immediately make a small mark on one of its 
extremities with his machete. as garibaldo del Vasto, a kuna medicine man in 
his 60s, once explained to me while cutting part of a root of an incredibly tall and 
stout almendro (Dipteryx panamensis), the little incision is a reminder for later 
when, at home, he will start carving a stick from the portion of root. The mark will 
remind him where to carve the nose of the nuchu, starting from which he will then 
SURFHHGWRFDUYHWKHUHVWRIWKH¿JXUH7KHQRVHLVFDUYHGLQWKHORZHUSDUWRIWKH
stick, which was closer to the earth and facing eastward when still attached to the 
tree, that is, in the direction of the rising sun and where the souls of the dead reside 
(see Fortis 2012b). The position of the nose has to be remembered because, as 
garibaldo and other kuna men explained to me, nuchukana are born in the same 
way as human babies are, with the head positioned downwards.
Figure 5.1 Leopoldo Smith carving a female nuchu, 2004. Still from a 
video by Paolo Fortis
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The process of carving is normally completed without ceremony during spare 
time spent on the house patio where everyday activities are carried out by other 
members of the household. The last touches include inserting glass beads into 
small holes, for eyes, and painting the cheeks with red annatto (derived from the 
fruit of the achiote tree, Bixa orellana). once the nuchu is carved it is the task 
of a ritual chanter, usually a different person from the carver, to sing it to life. 
The nuchuZLOOWKHQEHJLYHQWRWKHSHUVRQVZKRUHTXHVWHGWKHFDUYHUIRULWDQG
incorporated into their household along with other pre-existing nuchukana. From 
that moment onwards it will start its life as a particular type of co-resident along 
with human beings.
Co-residents
almost every kuna household keeps a box with several nuchukana in it. i have 
UDUHO\VHHQER[HVFRQWDLQLQJOHVVWKDQ¿YHRUVL[¿JXUHVWKHXVXDOQXPEHUEHLQJ
between 10 and 20. These boxes are kept at the foot of one of the two wooden 
poles that support houses. it was my curiosity and insistence that brought kuna 
men and women to pick up one particular nuchu to show it to me or to move the 
HQWLUHER[RXWVLGHWKHKRXVHVRWKDW,FRXOGEHWWHUVHHWKH¿JXUHVLQLW$OWKRXJK
people did not usually talk about nuchukana, when i asked about them they were 
adamant about one thing: nuchukana are ‘persons’ (tulekana) and need to be treated 
ZLWKUHVSHFWWREHUHPHPEHUHG.XQDSHRSOHH[SODLQHGWRPHWKDWWKHVH¿JXUHV
are powerful ‘seers’ (nelekana), who can see and travel in the different layers of 
the cosmos, interact with different kinds of human and non-human beings and 
harm those who treat them badly. i also noticed that children never played with 
them or, indeed, dared to touch them. however some children were given, by 
their grandfather, wooden dolls to play with, which to my eyes closely resembled 
nuchukana (Figure 5.2).
kuna people remember their wooden protector friends during daily life. To 
‘remember’ (epinsaet) someone is an expression of love for one’s kinspeople or 
of close amity towards one’s friends. kuna people remember their kin who live in 
other households by regularly sending them food. They remember the kin who have 
moved to Panama City or other destinations, and whom they have not seen for a 
long time, referring to them by name during daily activities. acts of remembering 
are key to the everyday maintenance of kinship in the kuna lived world, and 
food exchange is the main vehicle for creating and maintaining kinship relations 
(Margiotti 2010). Similarly, household members nurture their nuchukana. adult 
men call them when they eat their daily meal, so that they can satisfy their hunger 
through the smell of food. Elder women, who enjoy smoking pipes or cigarettes 
DWQLJKWWLPHRIWHQSXIIWREDFFRVPRNHRYHUWKHZRRGHQ¿JXUHVZKLFKSURYLGHV
them with refreshing unfermented ‘maize drink’ (inna). Young and pre-pubescent 
girls wash nuchukana every once in a while, bathing them in water perfumed with 
sweet basil leaves, the same bathing practice used by medicine men before going 
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Artefacts and Bodies among Kuna People from Panamá 95
to the forest to gather plant medicines. These are the ways in which kuna people 
remember their powerful wooden friends and make sure that the latter remember 
WKHPZKHQLOOQHVVDQGPLVIRUWXQHDIÀLFWDPHPEHURIWKHKRXVHKROG
Body and Form
The creation of new human bodies is paramount for most amerindians and takes 
up much, if not most, individual and collective energies. before further exploring 
.XQDLGHDVRIµIRUP¶RUµ¿JXUH¶sopalet) in relation to the creation of bodies, i want 
to consider the connections between artefactual activities and bodily processes 
by presenting data from the ethnography of Cashinahua people, which points to 
similar analogies between making artefacts and making persons. in particular, 
i am interested in the relation between designs, images and the creation of bodies, 
which is key to Cashinahua ontology, as Els Lagrou suggests (2007: 108–37). 
7KLVUHODWLRQVKLSLVKLJKO\VLJQL¿FDQWLQ$PHULQGLDQPDWHULDODQGYLVXDOZRUOGV
DV EHFRPHV DSSDUHQW ZLWK WKH FRPSDUDWLYH H[DPLQDWLRQ RI VSHFL¿F IHDWXUHV RI
amerindian aesthetics.
Cecilia McCallum has argued that for the Cashinahua, ‘making artefacts’ and 
‘making babies’ are similar activities. The verb, dami va-, meaning ‘to transform’, 
Figure 5.2 Nuchukana, 2004. Photograph by Paolo Fortis
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Making and Growing96
‘to make an image’, is used to indicate the process of forming a foetus in the 
mother’s womb through sexual intercourse; the noun dami denotes a ‘drawing’ 
RUDµGROO¶0F&DOOXP7KLVKDVWZRPDLQLPSOLFDWLRQV7KH¿UVWLVWKDW
the creation of human bodies is conceived as an active process of fabrication. 
The second relates to the status of artefacts as persons, endowed with agency 
and key in mediating relationships between human beings, animals and spirits 
(see Lagrou 1998). The creation of artefacts such as stools, woven hammocks 
and designs, either painted on bodies or woven, entails the skill and embodied 
knowledge of women and men. in particular, women master the creation of 
‘designs’ (kene), while men learn to control hallucinogenic ‘images’ (dami).
as Cashinahua current myths explain, human beings learned to make designs 
in ancient time thanks to the encounter between a young woman and, depending 
on the version of the myth, either an old lady, or a young lover. both the old 
lady and the young boy are incarnations of boa, the mythical being and owner 
of all designs, which are visible on its skin. designs on the boa’s skin are in 
turn the origin of any kind of form, since the spots on the snake’s skin, in the 
words of a Cashinahua man, ‘open themselves and show a door to enter into new 
forms’ (Lagrou 2009: 205). designs, in Cashinahua exegesis, have therefore prior 
existence to images and forms. designs originate forms. This is an important point 
to which i return below.
another instance of this way of thinking, which sees designs as the precondition 
of form, is the link between the skin of the anaconda and women’s menstruation. 
Yube, the mythological anaconda – which has all kinds of designs on its skin – 
is considered immortal because it sheds its skin. women, Cashinahua people say, 
shed their internal skin during menstruation. Furthermore, the uterus is called 
xankin, which, as Lagrou notes, provides the root for the verb xankeikiki, meaning 
‘to weave designs’ (2007: 113). Further, the uterus is thought of, by the Cashinahua, 
DVDGHVLJQHGVNLQWKDW¿OWHUVFRPPXQLFDWLRQEHWZHHQLWVLQVLGHZKHUHWKHERG\RI
the foetus is being shaped, and the outside world beyond the mother’s body.
The association between the skin of the anaconda and the ‘internal skin’ 
of women can be taken a step further. The designs on the skin of the mythical 
serpent open up, giving access to new forms (Lagrou 2009). designs thus generate 
forms. when men and women look at the spots on the boa’s skin in visions 
experienced during the ceremonial killing of this animal, they can enter into 
another world populated by images of persons, called dami (meaning ‘images’ 
or ‘transformations)’. This is also reminiscent of Peter gow’s description of Piro 
people’s ayahuasca visions (1989). when people ingest ayahuasca, a vine, their 
KDOOXFLQDWLRQVEHJLQZLWKJHRPHWULFSDWWHUQVFRYHULQJWKHLUYLVXDO¿HOG2QFHWKH\
RYHUFRPH WKLV ¿UVW VWDJH LI WKH\ DUH DEOH WR FRSHZLWK WKH LQWHQVH IHDU FDXVHG
by the visions, they will encounter the mother of ayahuasca in the appearance 
of a beautiful woman. but what the skin of the anaconda is also about for the 
Cashinahua is its shedding, a capacity that makes the snake immortal. The 
LPPRUWDOLW\RIWKHP\WKLFDODQDFRQGDLVFRQQHFWHGZLWKWKHLQ¿QLWHSUROLIHUDWLRQ
of forms that emerge from the designs on its skin.
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with regard to the association between snake’s skin and the uterus, for 
Cashinahua, it must be noted that the latter is seen as the container wherein new 
human forms are shaped. The womb epitomizes women’s capacity to create 
new forms. Like the skin of the anaconda, women’s internal skin can be shed, 
thus maintaining its powerful generative capacity. if shedding the skin gives the 
anaconda immortality, shedding the internal skin gives women the capacity to 
perpetuate human life, which is another form of immortality. Yet for Cashinahua 
there is an important difference between the creation of forms emerging from 
the designs on the snake’s skin and the creation of bodies in women’s wombs. 
as McCallum (2001: 52) notes, there is an association between procreating and 
cooking. hence pots are analogous to wombs. human bodies are made through 
a process similar to cooking food, bava- in Cashinahua, whereby female blood 
and male semen are mixed together to form the substance of a new body, which 
is cooked in the mother’s womb. in addition to the process of ‘cooking’, bodies 
have to be made heavy in order to be made to grow and be healthy. This is 
achieved through naming, the feeding of proper food and other ritual actions 
(Lagrou 2007: 413–530).
Body and Design
Thus we can observe a series of connections between designs, skin (internal 
or external) and the creation of new forms and bodies. The idea that designs 
participate in the generation of forms and bodies is reinforced by a common feature 
RI&DVKLQDKXDDQG.XQDRQWRORJLHVQDPHO\WKDWKXPDQERGLHVFRPHWRDFTXLUH
their shape within a container covered in designs: the uterus. kuna people describe 
the ‘amniotic sac’ (kurkin, which also means ‘hat’, ‘brain’ and ‘intelligence’) as 
constituted by several layers of tissue covered with geometric designs, which are 
drawn by non-human celestial entities referred to as ‘grandmothers’ (muukana). 
These designs are sometimes visible after birth on the remains of the amniotic 
sac covering the head of some newborns and are attentively scrutinized by kuna 
midwives, the main interpreters of amniotic designs. Those babies who are born 
showing amniotic designs are considered destined to be particularly intelligent 
and skilled in socially valued activities, such as making clothes, carving canoes, 
and learning healing chants, botanic medicine and foreign languages.
The presence of designs at birth provides a powerful means to enhance the 
future capacities of the person-to-be. amniotic designs are the visible sign of the 
animal side of newborns, and indeed of the common humanity of animals and 
humans. by showing the link with a particular predatory species, each amniotic 
design represents both a danger and a gift. in its initial state the design is the 
visible manifestation of an illness caused by the animal. however, if properly 
treated with plant medicines, for newborns with amniotic designs the dangerous 
consubstantiality with animals can be turned into much prized human praxes when 
they grow into adult persons (Fortis 2010: 488–9). Thus animals for kuna people 
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are both a cause of illness and death, and the source of knowledge. however, cutting 
this initial link to animals, manifested in amniotic designs, is a precondition for the 
fabrication of human bodies. amniotic designs are a means to form human bodies, 
insofar as they provide a guide for adult people to choose the best medicine to 
HQVXUHWKDWWKHLU\RXQJNLQORVHWKRVHDQLPDOKDELWVWKDWWKH\PLJKWKDYHDFTXLUHG
in their pre-natal life, and to strengthen the bodies of those kin.
From Body to Artefacts
amniotic designs signal a further overlap between the creation of bodies and that 
of artefacts. kuna people regard the amniotic sac (kurkinDVWKH¿UVWFORWKLQJRI
babies (see gow 1999: 236), and described it to me as several layers of tissue 
that contain the foetus in the mother’s womb. Kurkin, as noted above, also means 
‘hat’, and this refers to both the hat that men wear in everyday life and that which 
some babies are born with, in the form of layers of amniotic membrane. after 
birth, amniotic designs turn into bodily capacities that, if properly mastered and 
channelled, when adult people teach their young kin, will help develop social 
praxis. Each person develops the gendered skills that make him or her into an 
DGXOWSHUVRQLQWKHH\HVRIWKHRWKHUDGXOWV0HQOHDUQWRJDUGHQ¿VKDQGKXQWDQG
some specialize in ritual knowledge. women learn to cook food, make maize drink 
and sing lullabies, and some specialize in birth medicine. in this context, young 
children’s amniotic designs guide adult people in making the bodies of their young 
kin grow to become healthy and skilled.
$PRQJWKHJHQGHUHGVRFLDOSUD[HVWKDWPHQDQGZRPHQDFTXLUH WKURXJKRXW
their lives are the skills involved in making artefacts. The development of such 
skills depends on personal inclinations, which, as kuna people explained to 
me, are in some cases a ‘gift’ that a person receives from birth. This gift takes 
the form of the aforementioned amniotic designs which signal the newborn’s 
attachment to a particular animal species, and thus make visible the predisposition 
of some children to become skilled persons. indeed, those born showing their 
amniotic designs have the advantage of receiving further medicinal treatment that 
will increase their capacity to learn specialist skills. Men can learn to carve canoes, 
stools and other objects, to build houses, and to weave baskets. women learn to 
design and sew their colourful blouses, make beadworks and mould clay braziers.
design is praxis for kuna people, insofar as it is a constitutive part of the person 
(i.e. kurkin) and it makes visible a person’s capacity to learn socially recognized 
knowledge (Fortis 2010: 491). The capacity that kuna people have to carry out 
particular activities in their daily life, or indeed their individual skill in creating 
what are regarded as beautiful artefacts, derives from the transformation that each 
person’s amniotic designs undergoes during his or her life. Furthermore, amniotic 
designs are both bodily features and artefacts. They are drawn by the celestial 
JUDQGPRWKHUV DQG FRQVHTXHQWO\ XQGHUJR PDQLSXODWLRQ WKURXJK WKH KHDOLQJ
practices of kuna specialists. They are thus fabricated and transformed by both 
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human and non-human agencies. as such, they blur the western distinction between 
organisms and artefacts. amniotic designs, therefore, force anthropologists to 
rethink what they have so far assumed an object to be for amerindians.
Layering and Immortality
besides covering the amniotic sac, designs assume other forms in the kuna lived 
world. as with the Cashinahua and most amerindians, it is kuna women who make 
designs. They spend most of their spare time in sewing their elaborate blouses, 
called molakana (singular mola7KH WHFKQLTXH WKDW WKH\ HPSOR\ LQYROYHV WKH
use of two or more layers of poplin fabric in different colours. They draw designs 
with a pencil on one layer of fabric, then cut along the drawn lines and stitch 
each layer onto the one below. adding more layers on top of each other, they 
increase the complexity of designs and the number of colours, thereby creating 
EHDXWLIXO SDWWHUQV WKDW DUH VXEVHTXHQWO\ VHZQ WRJHWKHU ZLWK \RNH DQG VOHHYHV
to form the blouse. Each seamstress then typically wears her own blouse (see 
Salvador 1978, 1997).
Mola and kurkin, blouse and amniotic sac, have two features in common: they 
are both constituted by several layers of either fabric or amniotic tissue and they 
are covered with designs. The layering of mola and kurkin is reminiscent of the 
shedding of snakes’ skin. as noted earlier, for kuna people, snakes are immortal 
thanks to the shedding of their skin, as for the Cashinahua who, in addition, 
suggest a similarity between women’s menstruation and the shedding of snakes’ 
skin. Moreover, for them, women are fertile because they shed their internal skin 
(Lagrou 2007: 113). immortality and fertility are therefore linked. Furthermore, 
kuna people’s description of the amniotic sac is not entirely dissimilar to the 
Cashinahua description of the shedding of women’s internal skin. although my 
kuna informants never stated this explicitly to me, i suggest that there might be a 
connection between the amniotic sac and the skin of snakes (Figure 5.3).
Constituted by several layers of tissue that come off one after the other, the 
DPQLRWLFVDFLVOLNHWKHSHWDOVRIDÀRZHUDVD.XQDZRPDQWROGPH7KLVOD\HULQJ
also provides the amniotic sac with characteristics similar to the skin of snakes. 
This connection between amniotic sac and snake is perhaps the reason why, as 
kuna people explained to me, persons who have been bitten by a snake are cured 
in seclusion, taking particular care not to get close to pregnant women. Even 
brief physical proximity to an expectant mother could aggravate the condition 
of the person bitten by a snake and even cause their death. The illness caused by 
DVQDNHELWHLVVDLGWREHSDUWLFXODUO\GLI¿FXOWWRFXUHVLQFHLWNHHSVFKDQJLQJLWV
IRUPLQVLGHWKHYLFWLP¶VERG\)RU WKLVUHDVRQDW WKHWLPHRIP\¿HOGZRUNIHZ
healers could master the song to cure snake bites. This song is said to be one of 
WKHPRVWOHQJWK\DQGGLI¿FXOWWROHDUQDQGWKHLPDJHVLWHYRNHVDUHSDUWLFXODUO\
complex since their purpose is to counteract the constantly changing forms that 
the snake’s soul, which causes the illness, assumes once inside the victim’s body. 
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The task of the healer is to stop these transformations and pin the snake’s soul 
down to then expel it from the sick body (see Chapin 1983: 112, 284–96). it 
therefore makes sense that the creative power of a pregnant woman, who is in the 
process of producing a new human form, poses a threat to the healing of snake 
bites, which aims at stopping the transformations of the snake’s soul.
if layering stands for shedding skin, then what is the link between layering, 
shedding skin and immortality? i suggest the link is the production of new forms. 
in the case of the Cashinahua mythical anaconda the new forms are immaterial 
images that populate the cosmos. in the case of the shedding of the internal skin, 
and indeed of the layered kurkin, the production of new forms amounts to the 
creation of new bodies. and women’s fertility, the capacity to produce new human 
bodies, is connected with their bodily capacity to create designs.
.XQDSHRSOHH[SODLQWKDWZLWKLQWKHZRPEPDOHDQGIHPDOHVH[XDOÀXLGVDUH
moulded like an alloy in a cast that gives it a human shape. To ensure the safe 
creation of their child’s human body both parents have to follow several dietary 
and behavioural restrictions, including the avoidance of eating, or even physical or 
visual proximity to, a number of animal species considered dangerous due to their 
predatory attitude (Margiotti 2010). during pregnancy, and for a few days just 
)LJXUH 1L[LD3pUH]VHZLQJDmola, 2003. Photograph by 
Margherita Margiotti
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after birth, taboos are at their strictest as these are considered the most dangerous 
periods. There is usually close scrutiny of the neonate’s body, as form and visual 
DSSHDUDQFH DUH WKH ¿UVW VLJQV RI KXPDQLW\ DQG RI WKH VXFFHVVIXOZRUN RI ERWK
parents. Thus kurkin, and its outward analogue, mola, stand in comparison with 
the Cashinahua uterus and with the skin of the mythical snake. For the snake’s 
skin, layering and designs are connected to immortality. For kurkin, layering and 
designs are connected to the reproduction of human life – perhaps, then, another 
form of immortality.
Origin of Designs and Forms
according to the kuna myth of origin of designs, in the ancient time a woman 
called nakekiryai – in some versions the sister of a powerful shaman, in others 
a powerful shaman herself – travelled to the underworld village of kalu Tukpis, 
where she observed all types of designs covering tree trunks and leaves. when 
she returned to her village she taught other women how to make such designs. in 
this way kuna women learned to decorate their clothing and to make beadworks 
(see Méndez in wakua, green and Peláez 1996: 39–43, Perrin 1998: 19). in the 
village of Ustupu i asked the man who told me this myth what kuna women wore 
before they had access to western goods. i also asked whether the layered reverse-
DSSOLTXpWHFKQLTXHFXUUHQWO\XVHGIRUmolakana is a recent invention, given that 
women’s attire since the end of the nineteenth century has been entirely made out 
of material obtained from non-kuna people in Panama and Colón. he answered 
that molakana were made long before the arrival of Europeans. ancient kuna 
people, he said, made molakana using tree bark.
Tree bark is ukka in kuna language, which means ‘skin’, and kuna people 
say that trees are immortal because they shed their skin, like snakes (see 
5LYLqUH7KDW1DNHNLU\DLVDZWKH¿UVWGHVLJQVRQWKHEDUNRIWUHHVLQ
kuna myth, is therefore particularly telling, since this would close the circle of 
associations between snake skin, amniotic sac and molakana via tree bark. Thus 
tree bark can be seen as another type of skin that is shed and which, like the skin 
of snakes and the uterus, generates new forms. but how is this so?
returning to Cashinhua ethnography, the connection between tree and uterus 
stands out clearly. in one myth about the origin of humanity it is narrated that the 
µ¿UVWSHRSOHZHUHFUHDWHGLQDKROHLQDWUHHDQGLQWKHWUDQVFULSWLRQWKHWHUPXVHGIRU
this hole (xankin) is that normally used to refer to a womb’ (McCallum 2001: 52). 
This provides interesting cross-cultural support for my argument, which could be 
extended to other amerindian societies. Trees are often seen as containers either for 
primordial spirits, as in the case of the kuna, the Emberá (Vasco 1985: 38) and the 
wauja (barcelos neto 2002: 115), or for the souls of the dead, as in the case of the 
Cashinahua (Lagrou 2007: 348–9), or for the souls of sick persons, as for the Emberá 
9DVFR)XUWKHUPRUHLQ.DODSDORDQG<DQRPDPLP\WKRORJ\WKH¿UVWKXPDQ
EHLQJVZHUHFDUYHGRXWRIWKHZRRGRIVSHFL¿FWUHHV%DVVR5LYLqUH
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The interior of a tree, its hardest part, its core, is called kwa in kuna language. 
To my knowledge there are only two ways in which the kwa of trees is used by 
kuna people. one is to make house posts, in which case the core of the trunk is 
stripped of the softer external parts. another is to carve nuchukana. Nuchukana 
DUHEHVWXQGHUVWRRGDVµ¿JXUHVRILQWHULRULW\¶ZKLFKVWDQGLQDPHWRQ\PLFUHODWLRQ
with the invisible and immortal component of persons, purpa, or ‘soul’, or 
‘image’ (Fortis 2012b). as noted by rivière (1994) for the Trio, by Lagrou for 
the Cashinahua (1998) and more recently by Miller for the Mamaindê (2009), 
amerindians associate hardness, instantiated by hard wood, rocks, or glass beads, 
with permanence, immortality, souls and the spirit world. Since many amerindians 
regard trees as containers of ‘soul images’, the association between hollow tree 
and uterus assumes new connotations. The process of ‘forming the baby’ in the 
mother’s uterus for the kuna is akin to the proliferation of soul images inside trees. 
$VWUHHVIRU.XQDSHRSOHKRVWLQ¿QLWHSULPRUGLDOVRXOVZKHQDQHOGHUPDQFDUYHV
a nuchu he facilitates, as it were, the birth of a new subjectivity. as the kuna myth 
of the origin of designs suggests, in accordance with Cashinahua exegesis, trees 
are therefore analogous to design-covered uteruses.
The ethnography analyzed in this chapter shows that trees and wombs share 
the capacity to create forms. Furthermore, as shown above, designs are associated 
with the generative capacities of the maternal womb, snake skin and trees. Since 
design for kuna people instantiates the capacity to act skilfully in their lived world 
and facilitates the growth of healthy and intelligent persons, it is not surprising 
that it is primarily associated with the creation of bodies, and of forms such as 
nuchukana and molakana.
Conclusions
when a kuna man carves a nuchu his activity is similar to that undertaken when 
a woman gestates a child. he carves a wooden form to host the invisible soul of 
primordial beings. by doing so he effectively creates a new subjectivity out of the 
multiplicity of primordial souls, thus creating the conditions for their interactions 
ZLWKKXPDQEHLQJV%XWZKHUHDVKXPDQEHLQJVDFTXLUHWKHFDSDFLW\WRUHSURGXFH
themselves, nuchukana lack that capacity. They lack the generative capacity that 
KXPDQ EHLQJV DFTXLUH WKURXJK WKHLU GHVLJQFRYHUHG kurkin. Lacking designs, 
nuchukana are sterile beings, incapable of generating new forms and so, in this 
respect, they are incapable of growing. by contrast, human beings develop the 
praxis to grow and reproduce themselves, and to create beautiful and powerful 
objects. Learning to sew molakana and wearing them in everyday life, kuna 
women effectively make their fertile capacities visible to other people. women 
make molakana in adulthood and when they have children. during pregnancy a 
woman dedicates the time freed from heavier domestic chores to sewing molakana 
(Margiotti 2010). Molakana are conceived, then, as manifestations of both the 
SUHFRQGLWLRQVDQGWKHIXO¿OPHQWRIZRPHQ¶VFDSDFLWLHVWRPDNHEDELHV)LJXUH
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Figure 5.4 Mikita Smith posing with her nuchukana and one of her 
nephews, 2004. Photograph by Paolo Fortis
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The material activities described by kuna people as ‘giving form’ (sopet) 
should be understood as transformations of processes of making bodies. The basic 
element in this process, form, is what matters when new babies and objects are 
created. it is through the human praxis of giving form that kuna women and men 
create bodies and artefacts. For kuna people there is no opposition between making 
DQGJURZLQJERGLHVDQGREMHFWVDUHHTXDOO\WKHRXWFRPHRISURFHVVHVRIPDNLQJ
and growing. Most importantly, the human capacity to make is understood as an 
ongoing transformation of fertility emerging and developing during a person’s life 
cycle, from birth to death. being able to create human bodies epitomizes artefactual 
processes in general. what is at stake is clearly not a distinction between organisms 
and artefacts, but the capacity to generate forms as the precondition of existence in 
a human lived world.
human beings possess purpa, or soul, which renders them alive. They receive 
the purpaZKHQWKHERG\¿UVWIRUPV6LPLODUO\JLYLQJIRUPWRSDUWLFXODUREMHFWV
makes them alive, it endows them with purpa. Carving nuchukana is a case in 
point, where their aliveness is conveyed by their visual resemblance to human 
SHUVRQV7KHVH.XQDZRRGHQ¿JXUHVDUHMXVWRQHLQVWDQWLDWLRQRIDPRUHJHQHUDO
principle, according to which artful activities are understood in relation to 
processes of procreation, and procreation is understood as an artful process.
Acknowledgments
Fieldwork in Panama (2003–4) was funded by the University of Siena and 
the Smithsonian Tropical research institute. i am thankful to the people of 
okopsukkun who have generously shared their daily life and knowledge with 
me. an initial version of this chapter was written during a Visiting research 
Fellowship at the Sainsbury research Unit (University of East anglia) and also 
EHQH¿WHGIURPFRPPHQWVRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVDWWKHZRUNVKRSµ3RZHU0DWHULDOLW\
DQG 2EMHFWL¿FDWLRQ LQ /RZODQG 6RXWK $PHULFD¶ DW WKH 8QLYHUVLW\ RI 2[IRUG
i thank anne-Marie Colpron, Els Lagrou and Margherita Margiotti for their 
insightful comments.
References
barcelos neto, a. 2002. $$UWHGRV6RQKRV8PD,FRQRJUD¿D$PHUtQGLD. Lisboa: 
Museu nacional de Etnologia/assírio & alvim.
barcelos neto, a. 2008. Apapaatai. Rituais de Máscaras no Alto Xingu. São 
Paulo: EdUSP.
basso, E. 1987. In Favor of Deceit. A Study of Tricksters in an Amazonian Society. 
Tucson: University of arizona Press.
battaglia, d. 1983. Projecting personhood in Melanesia: the dialectics of artefact 
symbolism on Sabarl island. Man, 18(2), 289–304.
9781409436423_Hallam_Ingold.indb   104 1/20/2014   9:57:23 AM
Pr
oo
f C
op
y 
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
Artefacts and Bodies among Kuna People from Panamá 105
Chapin, M. 1983. Curing Among the San Blas Kuna of Panama. Phd thesis, 
University of arizona.
Ewart, E. and o’hanlon, M. 2007. Body Arts and Modernity. wantage: Sean 
kingston Publishing.
Fortis, P. 2010. The birth of designs: a kuna theory of body and personhood. 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 16(3), 480–95.
Fortis, P. 2012a. Kuna Art and Shamanism: An Ethnographic Approach. austin, 
TX: University of Texas Press.
Fortis, P. 2012b. images of person in an amerindian society: an ethnographic account 
of kuna woodcarving. Journal de la Société des Américaneistes, 98(1), 7–37.
gell, a. 1998. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. oxford: 
Clarendon Press.
gow, P. 1989. Visual compulsion. design and image in western amazonia. Revista 
Indigenista Latinoamericana, 2, 19–32.
gow, P. 1999. Piro designs: painting as meaningful action in an amazonian lived 
world. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 5(2), 229–46.
henare a., M. holbraad, and S. wastell (eds) 2007. Thinking Through Things: 
Theorising Artefacts Ethnographically. London: routledge.
hugh-Jones, S. 2009. The fabricated body. objects and ancestors in northwest 
amazonia, in The Occult Life of Things: Native Amazonian Theories of 
Materiality and Personhood, edited by F. Santos-granero. Tucson: University 
of arizona Press, 33–59.
ingold, T. 2000. The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, 
Dwelling and Skill. London and new York: routledge.
Lagrou, E. 1998. Cashinahua Cosmovision: A Perspectival Approach to Identity 
and Alterity. Phd thesis, University of St andrews.
Lagrou, E. 2007. A Fluidez da Forma: Arte, Alteridade e agência em uma 
6RFLHGDGH$PD]{QLFD.D[LQDXD$FUH rio de Janeiro: Topbooks.
/DJURX(7KHFU\VWDOOL]HGPHPRU\RIDUWLIDFWVDUHÀHFWLRQRQDJHQF\DQG
alterity in Cashinahua image-Making, in The Occult Life of Things: Native 
Amazonian Theories of Materiality and Personhood, edited by F. Santos-
granero. Tucson: University of arizona Press, 192–213.
Lévi-Strauss, C. 1969. The Raw and the Cooked. Introduction to a Science of 
Mythology: 1. London: Jonathan Cape.
McCallum, C. 1996. The body that knows: from Cashinahua epistemology to 
a medical anthropology of lowland South america. Medical Anthropology 
Quarterly, 10(3), 347–72.
McCallum, C. 2001. Gender and Sociality in Amazonia: How Real People are 
Made. oxford: berg.
Margiotti, M. 2010. Kinship and the Saturation of Life Among the Kuna of Panamá. 
Phd thesis, University of St andrews.
Miller, J. 2009. Things as persons: body ornaments and alterity among the 
Mamaindê (nambikwara), in The Occult Life of Things: Native Amazonian 
9781409436423_Hallam_Ingold.indb   105 1/20/2014   9:57:23 AM
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
Pr
oo
f C
op
y 
Making and Growing106
Theories of Materiality and Personhood, edited by F. Santos-granero. Tucson: 
University of arizona Press, 60–80.
Munn, n. 1986. The Fame of Gawa: A Symbolic Study of Value Transformation in a 
0DVVLP3DSXD1HZ*XLQHD6RFLHW\. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
overing, J. 1989. The aesthetics of production: the sense of community among the 
Cubeo and Piaroa. Dialectical Anthropology, 14(3), 159–79.
Perrin, M. 1998. Tableaux Kuna. Les Molas, un Art d’Amerique. Paris: arthaud.
rivière, P. 1994. wYSinwYg in amazonia. Journal of the Anthropological 
Society of Oxford, 25(3), 255–62.
Salvador, M. 1978 Yer Dailege! Kuna Women’s Art $OEXTXHUTXH 0D[ZHOO
Museum of anthropology.
Salvador, M. 1997. The Art of being Kuna. Layers of Meaning among the Kuna of 
Panama. Los angeles: UCLa Fowler Museum of Cultural history.
Santos-granero, F. 2009. introduction: amerindian constructional views of the 
world, in The Occult Life of Things: Native Amazonian Theories of Materiality 
and Personhood, edited by F. Santos-granero. Tucson: University of arizona 
Press, 1–29.
Seeger, a. 1975. The meaning of body ornaments: a Suya example. 
Ethnology, 14(3), 211–24.
6WUDWKHUQ0>@Partial Connections. Updated Edition. walnut Creek: 
altamira Press.
Taylor, a.-C. and E. Viveiros de Castro 2006. Un corps fait de regards, in 
Qu’est-ce qu’un Corps?, edited by S. breton. Paris: Musée du Quai branly/
Flammarion, 148–99.
Turner, T. 1995. Social body and embodied subject: bodiliness, subjectivity, and 
sociality among the kayapo. Cultural Anthropology, 10(2), 143–70.
Vasco, L. g. 1985. Jaibanás: Los Verdaderos Hombres. bogotá: banco Popular.
Vilaça, a. 2002. Making kin out of others in amazonia. Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, 8(2), 347–65.
Viveiros de Castro, E. 1977 Individuo e Sociedade no Alto Xingu. Os Yawalapíti, 
Masters thesis, Museo nacional, Universidade Federal do rio de Janeiro.
Viveiros de Castro, E. 1979. a fabricação do corpo na sociedade Xinguana. 
Boletim do Museu Nacional, (n.s.) 32, 40–49.
wakua, a., a. green and J. Peláez 1996. La Historia de mis Abuelos. Textos 
del Pueblo Tule. Panama – Colombia: associación de Cabildos indígenas 
GH$QWLRTXLD
9781409436423_Hallam_Ingold.indb   106 1/20/2014   9:57:23 AM
